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Chapter 10
Migration and Socio-
Economic Polarisation within 
British City Regions
Tony Champion
Newcastle University, UK
Mike Coombes
Newcastle University, UK
ABSTRACT
In recent years, census-based and other studies have documented a widening gap between better-off 
and more deprived residential areas in Britain. While much of this will have come about in situ, through 
increasing disparities in household wealth and incomes across the social scale, migration may also be 
contributing. The decennial population census is the only source that can provide robust statistical data 
on the social composition of residential movement between sub-regional and local areas. This chap-
ter uses the 2001 Census Special Migration Statistics to examine whether migration is increasing the 
degree of socio-spatial polarisation within Britain’s larger city regions. Following an introduction to 
the study approach and the intricacies of the census data on migration, the results of data analysis are 
presented in three sections. The first looks at the social composition of the migration exchanges taking 
place between the 27 cities and the rest of their city regions, testing to see whether the cities’ migration 
balances are less favourable for people of higher occupational status. This identifies three types of city 
region, based on whether there is a positive, negative or no strong relationship between migration and 
socio-economic status. An example of each of these types of city region – London, Birmingham and 
Bristol respectively – is selected for a more detailed examination of the patterns of movement between 
their constituent residential zones. For these three cases, the second set of analyses compares the migra-
tion performance of each of the residential zones with its existing social status in order to see whether 
or not these within-city-region movements are reinforcing the existing socio-economic patterns. The 
third set of results seeks a better understanding of the dynamics of the migration through examining the 
residential movements between all pairings of the zones in each of the three city regions and identifying 
how consistently the balance of these migration exchanges favours the better-off of the two zones.
DOI: 10.4018/978-1-61520-755-8.ch010
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INTRODUCTION
The context for the substantive research ques-
tion addressed in this chapter is the debate about 
socio-spatial polarisation in British cities. In 
recent years census-based and other studies have 
documented a widening gap between better-off 
and more deprived residential areas in Britain 
(see, for instance, Gregory et al., 2000; Lupton, 
2005; Dorling et al., 2007). While much of this 
will have come about in situ through increasing 
disparities in household wealth and incomes across 
the social scale (Barclay, 1995; Hills, 1995; Brewer 
et al., 2006), migration may also be contributing. 
Certainly, there has been extensive research on 
the socially selective nature of the suburbanisation 
process, dominated by middle-class white families 
(Champion, 2001; Champion and Fisher, 2004). 
More recently, the emergence of ‘low demand 
neighbourhoods’ has been attributed not just to the 
effects of social-housing allocation policies that 
direct problem families to so-called ‘sink estates’ 
but also to the more general process of residential 
sorting whereby people will tend to move to areas 
offering better schools, less crime and a generally 
higher quality of life if they can (Bramley et al., 
2000; Palmer et al., 2006).
This chapter reports the results of work which 
has examined the latest available evidence on the 
degree to which migration is reinforcing existing 
socio-spatial differences in cities. While the results 
are of theoretical and policy significance in their 
own right, for the purposes of this book the primary 
aim of what follows is to emphasise new and/or 
unusual elements in the approach used in this 
study. As outlined in the next section, the research 
task (and consequently the chapter structure) is 
broken down into three separate operational ques-
tions that are each addressed in a distinctive way. 
This provides the opportunity for demonstrating 
the strengths and shortcomings of the decennial 
population census, which is the only source of 
robust statistical data on the social composition 
of residential movement between sub-regional 
and local areas. All the data are taken from the 
2001 Census, where the way that the information 
on migration is presented differs in a number of 
important ways from that of previous censuses. 
This study also breaks new ground in adopting 
a broader than usual geographical scale for this 
form of urban analysis, covering the whole city 
region rather than just the main built-up area and 
examining its internal heterogeneity on the basis 
of zones that are larger than individual residential 
neighbourhoods.
STUDY APPROACH AND DATA
Before moving to the three sections that present 
the results of the empirical analyses, here we 
provide more detail about the study approach 
and the census data used in the quest to improve 
our understanding of migration’s role in altering 
the socio-economic patterning of city regions. In 
the first place, it is important to stress that these 
analyses concentrate entirely on the residential 
movements that are internal to the cities as we 
have defined them (see below), excluding migra-
tion between each city and the rest of the UK as 
well as international migration.
In terms of the three questions, the first 
concerns the migration exchanges between the 
continuously built-up core of each city and the 
rest of its city region.
Is the balance of migration exchanges be-• 
tween the city’s core and the rest of its re-
gion less favourable for people of higher 
socio-economic status?
The other two are pitched towards the resi-
dential movement taking place between a more 
disaggregated set of zones than the simple core/
rest dichotomy.
Do the within-region moves reinforce the • 
existing socio-economic geography?
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Here the focus is on the differential perfor-
mance of zones in their migration exchanges with 
all the other zones in their city region combined, 
looking at each socio-economic class separately 
and comparing this pattern with the between-zone 
variations in the importance of this class in the 
whole residential population.
Does the net migration flow between each • 
pairing of zones in their city region always 
move people towards the better-off of the 
two zones?
This represents an unpacking of the previous 
question, exploring how consistently this compo-
nent of migration is leading to the stronger popula-
tion growth of the city region’s more prosperous 
areas, thereby causing the less prosperous areas 
to slip back in relative terms.
The analyses here use the cities and city regions 
of Great Britain as defined by Coombes (2002). 
We selected the city regions with the largest core 
populations, this being defined in terms of the 
2001 Census population of their Primary Urban 
Areas (PUA, i.e. the continuously built-up areas of 
their main cities) and being implemented through 
a cut-off size of 195,000 residents. As described 
more fully in Champion et al. (2007), this proce-
dure yielded the 27 cities shown in Figure 1. For 
the first question, then, we will be looking at the 
migration exchanges taking place within each city 
region between its PUA and the remainder.
Three city regions act as case studies for exam-
ining the more local patterns of migration for the 
second and third questions. For reasons explained 
below, these were London, Birmingham and Bris-
tol. As regards the ‘zonation’ of these three city 
regions, the default geography here is the ‘tract’ 
as used by Dorling et al. (2007) to track change 
over time in the patterning of poverty and wealth 
across Britain. These are areas of fairly consistent 
population size – between 30,000 and 50,000 in 
most cases – that represent a compromise in meet-
ing a mix of criteria including socio-economic 
homogeneity and alignment with local authority 
and other statistical reporting areas. This basis is 
used for the zones of the whole of Bristol’s city 
region and the PUA element of Birmingham’s 
city region. However, in order to achieve some 
consistency between the three differently-sized 
city regions in terms of the total number of zones, 
it was decided that, for the rest of Birmingham’s 
city region and the whole of London’s city region, 
the tracts were too small, leading us to opt for lo-
cal authority areas, either singly or grouped. This 
produced the migration-zone geographies for the 
three city regions shown in Figure 2, with a total 
of 46 zones for London, 60 for Birmingham and 
34 for Bristol.
The migration data used in the study are the 
2001 Census Special Migration Statistics (SMS). 
Figure 1. The 27 city regions
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This was not a difficult choice to make, as they 
are the only source of data on the socio-economic 
composition of within-UK migration at the geo-
graphical scale of individual local authorities and 
their wards (Bulusu, 1992; Rees et al., 2002). 
In fact, the 2001 SMS are the first to include a 
table with the socio-economic classification of 
migrants.
At the same time, users need to be aware of a 
number of limitations of this data. First, although 
the SMS data covers 100% of the migrants re-
corded by the 2001 Census, there are issues over 
underenumeration that ONS has address through 
imputation (ONS, 2005). The 2001 Census was 
the first that attempted to be a ‘One Number 
Census’, imputing people and households for 
addresses where an expected census form had not 
materialised. Also imputed where necessary was 
the address one year ago of people who ticked the 
box indicating that they had been living at a usual 
address one year ago that was different to their 
usual address at the time of the 2001 Census. While 
this is an advantage over previous censuses which 
had classified these as migrants with ‘origin not 
stated’, now making it possible to include them 
in a place-specific origin/destination migration 
matrix, there is no way of checking the quality 
of the imputed data. At the same time, the 2001 
Census introduced a new category which can-
not be included in the migration matrix, namely 
migrants who considered that they did not have a 
usual address one year ago but were in some form 
of temporary and/or unofficial accommodation. In 
all, 4.5% of the 2001 Census’s one-year migrants 
had their previous address imputed, while 6.7% of 
migrants have had to be excluded from the SMS 
place-to-place migration flows because of clas-
sifying themselves as having ‘no usual address 
one year ago’.
The Small Cell Adjustment Mechanism 
(SCAM) is another general feature of the 2001 
Census data (though not for Scotland), but is one 
that impacts on the migration data more seriously 
than for most other variables, given that one-year 
migrants comprise not much more than 1 in 10 
of the population. As documented more fully 
by Stillwell and Duke-Williams (2007) and in 
Chapter 3 of this book, by preventing the release 
of counts of 1 and 2 and reassigning them values 
of 0 or 3 through a more randomised method 
than straight rounding, SCAM will have had a 
particularly distorting effect on the SMS part of 
Figure 2. Three case study city regions of London, Birmingham and Bristol and their zones
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the migration output, where the vast majority of 
cell counts are normally very small. Where pos-
sible, migration matrix users are advised to use 
the ‘district’ level geography of SMS Set 1 that 
is less affected by SCAM, as we do in answering 
the first of our three questions below, but for the 
finer geographical framework we have adopted 
for the second and third questions (Figure 2), it 
is necessary to rely on the ward-to-ward matrices 
of SMS Set 2.
Turning to the information contained in the 
SMS on the socio-economic classification of 
migrants, it should be noted that neither the 
relevant Set 1 table (MG109) nor Set 2 table 
(MG204) contain the full NS-SEC breakdown of 
40 categories. On the other hand, they both pres-
ent data for 12 classes which, given the sparsity 
of the migration matrices, is more than enough 
for present purposes. In fact, to increase the 
robustness of the results, the following analyses 
aggregate these 12 into six groups, comprising 
four occupationally-based classifications plus 
full-time students and a residual category of ‘other 
unclassified’ (Table 1).
A further limitation of the two NS-SEC tables 
in the SMS is that their counts are for Moving 
Group Reference Persons (MGRP). A moving 
group is defined as a “group of people who are 
migrants … and who have the same postcode … 
for their address one year before Census day” 
(ONS 2001, p.115), i.e. a lone person moving or 
a group of people moving together. The refer-
ence person for a moving group of 2+ members 
is identified in the same way as that of a multi-
person household, namely by means of rules that 
essentially look for the main breadwinner. While 
around two-thirds of all moving groups comprised 
only one person, this still leaves a lot of people 
moving in larger moving groups who are excluded 
from these tables. This way of presenting the data 
on the socio-economic classification of migrants 
also means that it is impossible to calculate true 
migration rates, since unlike for all persons – or 
indeed for households – there is no equivalent of 
MGRP in the non-migrant population that could 
be included in the population-at-risk denominator. 
Also note that these two NS-SEC tables do not 
include any migrant who was living in some form 
of communal establishment (e.g. university hall 
of residence, nursing accommodation, hostel) at 
the time of the 2001 Census.
A final limitation of the information in these 
two NS-SEC tables is that they provide no infor-
mation about people’s situation one year earlier, 
Table 1. Grouping of SMS NS-SEC categories for this study 
NS-SEC in SMS NS-SEC groups
1.1 Large employers and higher managerial occupations Higher M&P (HMP)
1.2 Higher professional occupations
2 Lower managerial and professional occupations Lower M&P (LMP)
3 Intermediate occupations Intermediate
4 Small employers and own account workers
5 Lower supervisory and technical occupations Low
6 Semi-routine occupations
7 Routine occupations
L15 Full-time students Full-time students
L14.1 Never worked Other unclassified
L14.2 Long term unemployed
L17 Not classifiable for other reasons
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other than their usual address then. This means 
that it is not possible to use this information to 
gauge precisely the net effect of migration on the 
overall socio-economic composition of the areas 
affected. The most obvious example of this is a 
person who was a university student one year ago 
but, during the pre-census year, graduated and 
moved away from the university’s city to take a 
job (in, say, a lower managerial and professional 
occupation) somewhere else. Because of the ab-
sence of information about the person’s previous 
student status, the 2001 Census will record this as 
the move of a lower managerial and professional 
person away from the university city. This type of 
situation can, however, arise more widely, given 
that changes in economic position and job are 
amongst the most common reasons for people 
moving. On the other hand, as these types of 
moves tend to take place over longer distances, 
this issue is likely to create less of a difficulty for 
the present study because it is entirely focussed 
on moves taking place within city regions.
Clearly, analysing the socio-economic com-
position of migration and gauging its impact on 
local population profiles is by no means straight-
forward. All we can say in defence of using the 
Census data, as we did in a parallel analysis of 
migration flows between as opposed to within 
city regions (Champion and Coombes, 2007), is 
that it is not just the best source available but the 
only one that is in any way suitable for present 
purposes. All the same, users need to be mind-
ful both of all the caveats described above and, 
in presenting the results derived from this data, 
of the need to consider as far as may be possible 
whether any of the findings might have more to 
do with the peculiarities of the data than with the 
patterns of migration behaviour that have actu-
ally occurred.
MIGRATION BETWEEN THE 
CITIES AND THE REST OF 
THEIR CITY REGIONS
With this sobering thought in mind, we now come 
to the first of the three research questions that this 
chapter tries to answer, namely how far there exists 
a process of population decentralisation within city 
regions that favours people of higher occupational 
status over lower-status people. Picking up on the 
methodological discussion above, for this purpose 
we use the 27 city regions shown in Figure 1. For 
each, the two zones of the main built-up area of 
the city (its PUA) and the rest of its city region 
are delineated on the basis of their best-fit local 
authority areas, so as to be able to use the SMS set 
1 data that is likely to suffer less from the effects of 
SCAM. Being precluded from calculating rates of 
migration because of there being no denominator 
equivalent to the MGRP used for the counts, we 
compare the patterns across the NS-SEC groups 
and also those between city regions on the basis 
of the ‘in/out ratio’, defined as the ratio of the 
numbers of MGRPs moving to the PUA from the 
rest of the region to the numbers of those moving 
in the opposite direction.
The overall picture for the 27 cases is shown 
in Figure 3. Looking first at all MGRPs so as to 
provide context (top bar), it is found that the in/out 
ratio is somewhat less than the unity that would 
result if the number moving into the 27 PUAs from 
the rest of their city regions was exactly the same 
as the number moving outwards from the PUA. 
The ratio of 0.84 reflects the fact that there were 
16% fewer people in the former group than the 
latter, with the actual flow numbers being 93,494 
and 110,720 respectively. In this way of measuring 
internal migration for these city regions, in ag-
gregate, the 27 are seen to have been experiencing 
decentralisation during the pre-census year.
The overall pattern is very similar, if a little 
more marked, for the totality of MGRPs who are 
classified by occupation, with their in/out ratio of 
0.82. Amongst the unclassified, there is a major 
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contrast between those who were full-time students 
at the time of the 2001 Census, for whom there 
were nearly twice as many moving into the PUAs 
from the rest of their city regions as moving in 
the opposite direction, and the other unclassified 
MGRPs, for whom the inflow was not much more 
than half the outflow. For the four occupation-
ally classified groups, none had an in/out ratio 
in excess of unity, signifying that all these were 
decentralising as a result of these residential move-
ments. Comparing the ratios for these groups, it is 
found that the imbalance in flows is least for the 
higher managerial and professional (HMP) group 
and lowest for the low skilled, with a slight but 
continuous gradient between them. On the basis 
of this evidence for the 27 city regions combined, 
it would appear that the cities’ main built-up areas 
are marginally better at holding onto their higher-
status residents. This finding is at odds with the 
traditional picture of urban decentralisation being 
stronger among the better-off, but it could reflect 
the recent revival of city-centre living and longer-
term urban gentrification.
More detail on this key aspect can be obtained 
by looking at the in/out ratios for the 27 cities 
separately. The simplest way of doing this is shown 
in Figure 4, where ratios for the higher managerial 
and professional MGRPs are compared with the 
ratios for all four occupation-based groups com-
bined. The 27 cases are arranged in descending 
order of their ratios for the HMP group, permitting 
a ready insight into the degree of variation in that 
group’s ratios as well as into how those ratios 
compare with the picture for all the classified 
MGRPs. In relation to the former, there can be 
seen to be a considerable range around the global 
HMP ratio of 0.86 shown in Figure 3. At the top 
of the ranking, Norwich’s ratio of 1.24 indicates 
that in that city region, almost five HMP MGRPs 
moved into the PUA from the rest of its region 
for every four moving in the opposite direction. 
There were a further six cases where the number 
of such highly skilled in-migrants was larger than 
the number of out-migrants, namely Reading, 
Plymouth, Glasgow, Portsmouth, Bristol and 
Northampton, though the latter three were quite 
close to a balance. At the other end of the scale, 
Hull’s ratio of 0.49 signifies that there was barely 
one in-migrant HMP MGRP to the PUA for every 
two leaving it for the rest of its city region. Bir-
mingham, Coventry, Middlesbrough, Leicester, 
Stoke and Nottingham registered the next lowest 
Figure 3. In/out ratio for aggregate of 27 PUAs’ exchanges with the rest of their city regions, for six 
broad NS-SEC groups. Source: 2001 Census SMS
203
Migration and Socio-Economic Polarisation within British City Regions
in/out ratios, all with less than two moving into 
their PUA for every three leaving it for the rest 
of their region.
As regards whether the in/out ratio for the 
HMPs was higher or lower than for the aggregate 
of classified MGRPs, Figure 4 has to be studied 
more closely. In all, it is only in 11 of the 27 cases 
that the experience of the individual city regions 
parallels the aggregate picture of the PUAs hav-
ing the stronger position for the HMPs shown in 
Figure 3. The ratio for HMPs is found to be higher 
than that for all classified MGRPs (i.e. with the 
longer bar in Figure 4) only in the cases of Read-
ing, Glasgow, Bristol, Northampton, Liverpool, 
Cardiff, London, Manchester, Leeds, Bradford 
and Brighton.
Our inspection of the ratios for all four oc-
cupational groups allows the 27 city regions to 
be allocated to one of three types. One type is 
where there is a positive association between 
in/out ratio and socio-economic status for the 
PUA with respect to the migration exchanges 
between it and the rest of the city region, such 
that the ratio is highest for the HMPs and lowest 
for the low-skill group. A second type is the re-
verse situation, where the ratios tend to rise with 
falling socio-economic status, while a third type 
is where there is no regular relationship. Figure 
5 presents archetypes of these three situations. 
London exemplifies the first type: indeed, it is the 
only city region out of the 27 with this 1-2-3-4 
ranking of ratio from highest to lowest socio-
economic group, though there are five further 
cases where the HMPs’ ratio is the highest of the 
four classified groups. Birmingham exemplifies 
the opposite situation of a 4-3-2-1 ranking and is 
one among five that share this ranking and one 
among 10 where the HMPs’ ratio is the lowest 
of the four groups. Finally, Bristol represents the 
situation where the in/out ratios are very similar 
for all four of the occupationally classified groups, 
with no clear gradient across them.
In sum, these analyses indicate that decen-
tralisation dominates the pattern of migration 
exchanges within these 27 city regions in the 
pre-census year. In terms of this study’s key con-
cerns, for 16 of the 27 cities the in/out ratio for 
HMPs was lower than for all classified MGRPs, 
indicating positive social selection in the decen-
tralisation process. Along the way, these analyses 
have demonstrated the value of the NS-SEC data 
available in the SMS from the 2001 Census for 
the first time, introduced the concept of MGRP, 
and applied a measure (the in/out ratio) that can 
be used to compare the strength of migration 
flows in the absence of the population-at-risk 
data needed for calculating rates. They have 
Figure 4. In/out ratio for 27 PUAs’ exchanges 
with the rest of their city regions, for higher 
managerial and professional MGRPs (used for 
ranking) and all classified MGRPs. Source: 2001 
Census SMS
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also shown that the geographical framework of 
a city’s main built-up area within its wider city 
region would seem to provide just as satisfactory 
a representation of the inner and outer parts of 
the twenty-first century British city as previous 
studies’ more localised distinction between city 
core and contiguous suburbs.
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
MIGRATION AND EXISTING 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC PATTERNS
The second of our three research questions con-
cerns whether residential mobility within the 
city regions tends to reinforce the existing socio-
economic geography or reduce the differentials 
between its component parts. For this part of our 
study, as mentioned above, we focus on three of 
the 27 city regions and the zonation of these shown 
in Figure 2. To test the relationship between the 
relative migration performance of the zones of each 
city region and their socio-economic character-
istics, we use binary correlation and scatterplots 
to compare the variation in zones’ in/out ratios 
for a particular social group with the variation 
in the proportions which that group makes up of 
the zones’ total classified populations. If there is 
a positive association between in/out ratio and 
group share across the zones of a city region, 
then this is interpreted as migration reinforcing 
the existing socio-economic geography, with a 
negative relationship denoting that migration is 
working towards a diminution of the between-
zone differentials.
Figures 6-8 provide an illustration of this 
approach, using the case of the HMP group for 
London city region. Figure 6 shows that, across 
the 46 zones, the in/out ratio of HMP MGRPs 
for migration exchanges with the rest of the city 
region ranges from a high of 1.42 (more than 14 
arriving for every 10 leaving) to a low of 0.69 
(with less than seven arriving for every 10 leaving). 
Broadly, it is the outer areas along the northern 
and southern boundaries of the city region that are 
most favoured, with the lowest ratios for outer west 
London, the Thames estuary and east Kent. By 
contrast, the existing socio-economic geography 
shown in Figure 7 primarily displays an east/west 
split, along with having the highest concentration 
Figure 5. Three main types of relationship between in/out ratio and all 4 broad NS-SECs, as exemplified 
by 3 cities. Source: 2001 Census SMS
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of HMPs in the southwestern sector of the Greater 
London area, where their share reaches 28.5% of 
the classified population – more than four times 
higher than the 6.3% of the city region’s lowest-
share zone. The lack of relationship between the 
two geographies is confirmed by the scatterplot 
in Figure 8 and the correlation coefficient (Pear-
son’s r) of +0.006, where the logged version of 
the in/out ratio is used to achieve a more normal 
distribution.
When the same approach is applied to the 
other three classified socio-economic groups for 
the London city region and to the other two city 
regions, a more mixed picture is found. As shown 
by the correlation results presented in Table 2, the 
correlation for London’s HMPs is the lowest of all 
the 12 results. On the other hand, the correlations 
are not significant at the 5% level in a further six 
cases, these comprising all four social groups for 
the Bristol city region and the two lowest groups 
for Birmingham. By contrast, the correlations for 
London’s three other groups are highly significant, 
though while migration appears to be reinforcing 
the existing geography of the Intermediate and 
Low groups, it is taking the Lower Professional 
and Managerial (LMP) MGRPs more to the zones 
Figure 6. In/out ratio for migration exchanges 
of higher managerial & professional MGRPs 
between zones and the rest of the London city 
region. Source: 2001 Census SMS
Figure 7. Higher managerial & professional resi-
dents as a proportion of all classified residents, 
by London city region zone, 2001. Source: 2001 
Census Standard Tables
Figure 8. In/out ratio (logged) of within-region 
exchanges of higher managerial and professional 
mgrps plotted against the HMP share of classi-
fied residents, for the 46 zones of the London city 
region. Sources: 2001 Census SMS and Standard 
Tables
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with the smallest proportions of this group in their 
classified populations. In the case of Birmingham, 
the within-region movements of both HMPs and 
LMPs appear to be more towards the zones already 
having the largest shares of those groups.
The overall picture presented by this form of 
analysis is that intra-regional migration mainly 
parallels the existing socio-economic geography, 
but the degree of fit is generally not at all strong. 
While 10 of the 12 analyses yield positive cor-
relations, only five of these are significant at the 
5% level. Even the highest correlation coeffi-
cient – that of +0.566 for London’s Intermediate 
group – means that the between-zone differentials 
in the existing importance of that group in the 
population account for less than one third of the 
variance across the 46 zones in the in/out ratio 
for their migration exchanges of this group. In 
general, therefore, it has to be concluded on the 
basis of this evidence that, if socio-economic 
polarisation is taking place in these three city re-
gions, within-region migration can be considered 
to be playing only a minor role in this process. 
At the same time, looking at the relationship the 
other way round, it means that the patterning of 
intra-regional migration must be subject to other 
drivers besides the existing social geography. 
Along the way, this approach has been useful 
in demonstrating that city-region geography is 
much more heterogeneous than the simple core/
rest split used in the previous section. It has also 
demonstrated the value of maps, scatterplots and 
correlations as exploratory devices that prompt 
further questions about the links between migra-
tion and socio-economic complexion.
AREA CHARACTERISTICS 
ASSOCIATED WITH INTER-
ZONAL NET MIGRATION GAINS
This third and final empirical section explores 
the relationships between the net migration flows 
between each pairing of the zones in the three city 
regions and the differences between each pair of 
zones in their relevant characteristics. The aim 
is to see how common it is for migration to shift 
population towards the better-off of the two zones. 
Given the novel and exploratory nature of this 
work, we started by looking at the migration of all 
persons before focusing in on the highest social 
group. In the former case, if there is a sustained 
tendency for people to move away from areas with 
characteristics associated with deprivation, then 
such areas are at risk of being ‘residualised’ within 
their city region. We might expect this process to 
be particularly marked among the HMPs, as they 
have the means to enter the more prestigious locali-
ties, including opting for stronger housing markets 
in the hope of reaping greater capital gains in the 
future. Alternatively, a negative association with 
locality wealth would arise where HMP moves 
were contributing to a ‘gentrification’ process in 
areas where previously there had been little or no 
demand for housing from more affluent groups. 
As in the previous section, analysing the three city 
Table 2. Correlations (r) between the in/out ratios (logged) of NS-SEC group and proportions of clas-
sified residents in the relevant social group, for zones of three city regions 
NS-SEC group London city region Birmingham city region Bristol city region
HMP +0.006 +0.314** +0.045
LMP -0.466* +0.304** +0.037
Intermediate +0.566* -0.012 +0.043
Low +0.538* +0.081 +0.268
Note: * Significance levels of better than 1%; ** Significance levels better than 5%.
Source: 2001 Census SMS and Standard Tables
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regions separately allows any differences between, 
for example, the two provincial city regions and 
the capital to emerge.
We use multiple regression analysis for this 
part of our study. The dependent variable is the 
net flow between any two zones in a city region. 
Flows that cross a city-region boundary are ig-
nored, as are flows within the same zone. In the 
modelling, the zone pairs are weighted by the sum 
of the flows in both directions. This is in response 
to the fact that zone pairs with large flows which 
almost cancel out provide important evidence 
on the relationship between net flow levels and 
differences between the zones’ characteristics, 
whereas those net flows which are close to zero 
simply due to there being very few flows between 
the zones – perhaps because they are on opposite 
sides of the city region – do not provide very 
useful evidence.
A total of 15 independent, or ‘explanatory’, 
variables have been selected for this analysis 
(Table 3). These represent five different ‘do-
mains’ of zone quality, namely demographic, 
cultural/socio-economic, labour market, housing 
and environmental. The 15 have been reduced from 
a much longer list of variables, primarily on the 
basis of their being relatively independent from 
each other as determined by correlation analysis, 
with inter-correlations (r) of 0.7 or higher leading 
to one of the two variables being rejected. This 
ensures more robust results, though interpretation 
needs to bear in mind that any named variable 
may be acting as a proxy for another variable 
that is highly associated with it, which may be 
one of the rejected ones or another for which we 
have no data. To explore influences on net flows 
between the zone pairs, variables were processed 
so as to express the difference between the two 
zones in each pairing on that measure. Both the 
net flow and this difference can be either positive 
or negative, but the regression model identifies 
not only whether the between-zone differences 
are a significant influence on the strength of net 
migration flows but also whether any such rela-
tionship is in fact positive or negative. Note that 
the modelling used backward step-wise regres-
sion which identifies only the variables that are 
statistically significant in each analysis.
Three principal questions are therefore being 
addressed in examining the modelling results 
shown in Table 3:
How far can the pattern of net flows be ac-• 
counted for by the zone differences?
Which indicators of zone differences are • 
significant influences in the modelling?
Which of these influences are positively, • 
and which negatively, related to the zone-
to-zone net flows in each city region?
For ease of reference in Table 3, the variables 
representing change leading up to the 2000/1 year 
covered by the 2001 Census migration data are 
shown in italics. Also, the variables with a positive 
association with deprivation are differentiated by 
background shading.
Part of the answer to the first question is pro-
vided by the results being shown for only four 
of the six possible models. It can be seen from 
the final row of Table 3 that in none of the four 
cases shown is the modelling able to account for 
a very large share of the variation in the size and 
direction of net flows between zone pairs. The 
highest ‘level of explanation’ (the adjusted r2 
which shows how successful the model was in 
explaining the variation between zone pairs in the 
dependent variable) was for all migrant persons in 
the Bristol city region, with 52.3% of the variance 
accounted for. The proportion is less than half of 
this for the all-migrants model for the Birming-
ham city region, and lower still for London. In 
all three city regions, the level of explanation is 
lower for the model of the HMP MGRP flows 
than for the analysis of all migrants. In particular, 
the modelling was notably less successful in the 
London and Birmingham cases, which is why it 
is only for Bristol that results are reported here 
for a model of HMP migration.
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As regards the second question about which 
indicators of zone difference are significant in 
the models, the picture conveyed by Table 3 is 
rather mixed. The only real consistency is that 
the difference between the two zones in employ-
ment rate does not feature in any of the models. 
Only one variable – the difference between the 
two zones in the proportion of full-time students 
in the population – appears in all four models, but 
twice with a positive relationship with net migra-
tion and twice with a negative relationship. Four 
variables appear in just one of the four models, 
while though the other nine variables appear in 
two or three of the models, the direction of the 
relationship varies in all but one case.
In terms of our key concern about the rela-
tionship between residential mobility and socio-
economic differentiation, the identity and direction 
of the significant indicators suggest there is no 
consistent pattern of moves either to or from areas 
with higher values on the factors correlated with 
higher deprivation levels. In the London case, 
the overall pattern of net flows between zone 
pairs would seem to be favouring the zone that is 
wealthier and upgrading occupationally the more 
rapidly, but the positive association with crime 
and full-time students also suggests a link to the 
inward movement of younger professionals, pos-
sibly to places where gentrification is still at an 
embryonic stage. In the Birmingham model, the 
net flow tends to be away from the more deprived 
member of the zone pair, but there must be other 
processes operating which produce the negative 
associations with variables such as longer-distance 
commuting and higher household income. Simi-
larly, the all-migrants model of Bristol includes, 
with negative signs, some variables associated 
with deprivation, but the other variables might 
be argued to be suggestive of ‘mature’ suburbia. 
As regards the experience of HMP MGRPs in 
the Bristol city region (the final model shown in 
Table 3), the results appear to be inclined towards 
the zone that has a more city centre type of feel, 
with fewer children but more students, increas-
Table 3. Selected regression models of zone-to-zone net migration flows 
Variables measuring change All individual migrants HM&P
Variables positively correlated with IMD London Birmingham Bristol Bristol
Under 16 + + -
Students + - - +
No religion + -
Ethnic diversification - - +
Down-skilling - -
Household income + -
Employment rate
Employment rate change + -
Local job growth -
Commuting 10km(+) -
Semi-detached price + + -
Semi-detached price change -
Unoccupied dwellings - + -
Green space -
Crime + -
Adjusted r2 0.160 0.245 0.523 0.427
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ing ethnic diversity, less green space and fewer 
unoccupied dwellings.
In sum, as mentioned above, this part of 
our study has been essentially exploratory. It is 
therefore probably unsurprising that the models 
are unable to account for a larger proportion of 
the difference in net flows between all pairs of 
zones of all types. The distortion of the SMS 
ward-level data through SCAM may well be 
partly to blame, given the small number of flows 
between zones located on opposite sides of each 
city region, despite giving these smaller flows 
less weighting. More substantively, the differ-
ences between zones cannot by simply reduced 
to a single dimension, whether in terms of high/
low deprivation, more/less ethnic diversity, or 
whatever. The net flows will have equally diverse 
patterns with the possibility that, for example, 
there are net flows from affluent to ‘studentified’ 
areas, net flows from student areas to areas with 
many children, and also net flows from areas with 
many children to the most affluent areas. Clearly, 
such a multi-dimensional pattern is not readily 
reduced to a set of high/low parameters associ-
ated with the difference between a pair of zones 
on the characteristics measured here.
CONCLUSION
The availability of district-level and ward-level 
data on the socio-economic characteristics of 
between-place migration flows is a valuable in-
novation of the 2001 Census output. In this chapter 
these datasets have been used to address research 
questions about how migration internal to city 
regions varies between occupationally-defined 
groups and, in particular, whether this residen-
tial movement seems to be leading to socially 
selective urban decentralization and greater local 
polarization within these broadly defined cities. 
The main thrust of the chapter, however, has been 
conceptual and methodological, seeking the best 
ways of specifying the research questions and 
considering the adequacy of the SMS datasets 
for answering them.
In terms of the substantive findings produced 
by the three sets of empirical analyses presented 
above, the overall impression is that the migra-
tion patterns do vary by social group but not in 
a consistent way across city regions. In three 
quarters of the 27 cases, the main built-up area of 
the city lost more HMP MGRPs to the rest of the 
city region than it gained from it in the pre-census 
year, but in more than one third of the cases the 
in/out ratio for this high-status group was higher 
than that for the aggregate of occupationally clas-
sified MGRPs. In the majority of cases, there was 
a broadly negative relationship between in/out 
ratio and social status for the urban core, but there 
were also a few cases (notably London) where the 
relationship was positive for the core, and rather 
more where they was no clear relationship across 
the four social groups.
As regards the way in which the more local-
ized patterns of residential movement in three 
differentiated city regions relate to their inherited 
social geography, usually the most positive migra-
tion balances for any social group is for the zones 
that already have the highest representation of 
that social group. On the other hand, in less than 
half of the instances examined was this trend 
towards greater social polarization significant 
statistically. Similarly, in examining whether the 
net flows between all possible pairings of zones 
in each of these three city regions favoured the 
more wealthy or the more deprived localities, 
the former seems to be the case in just two of 
the four model results presented, namely for all 
persons in the Birmingham and Bristol city re-
gions. In the other two cases – for all persons in 
London and HMPs in Bristol – the net gains were 
positively associated with variables representing 
greater deprivation, possibly reflecting the onset 
of gentrification and perhaps due to the inflow of 
recent graduates in some cases. In statistical terms, 
however, the relationships were again generally 
rather weak, suggesting that much of this within-
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region migration is driven by other factors besides 
between-zone social differences.
How much confidence should we place in these 
results? As with any exploratory research, it can 
be argued that adopting a different approach – for 
example, using an alternative zonation for the latter 
two analyses – might have made a difference. That 
said, it should perhaps be no great surprise that 
the levels of explanation are not higher, given the 
multi-dimensional nature of migration stressed by 
Champion et al. (1998) and ODPM (2002), among 
others. Fundamentally, migrants vary greatly in 
their personal characteristics and circumstances 
and in their reasons for changing address.
It is also likely that the nature of the 2001 SMS 
data will have militated against achieving clearer 
results. The datasets have a much higher sensitivity 
to SCAM than most other 2001 Census outputs 
and, no doubt, a social bias due to the omission 
of migrants with no usual address one year ago. 
Additionally, our analyses of migration by social 
group have had to ignore migrants who are not 
MGRPs but comprise either other members of 
moving groups or migrants living in communal 
establishments at the census. The availability of 
the socio-economic counts only for MGRPs has 
also meant that we have not been able to model 
migration rates. Finally, the single year of mi-
gration covered by the 2001 Census means that 
migrant flow counts are more likely to be subject 
to the effect of short-term events than for datasets 
assembled for a run of years.
The experience gained from the above analyses 
therefore points up several improvements that 
should be made in the next census, both relat-
ing to the questions on the form and in terms 
of subsequent data processing. As regards the 
former, migrants should be asked to indicate 
their whereabouts one year ago, even if they did 
not feel that they possessed a ‘usual address’, so 
that they can be included in the place-to-place 
migration flows in the SMS. Secondly, those who 
were full-time students one year ago should be 
required to indicate this fact, so that those who 
are no longer students by the time of the census 
can be distinguished from other migrants. Ideally, 
all persons would be asked about their economic 
position one year ago. Thirdly, an additional ques-
tion on address five years ago – as asked alongside 
the one-year-ago question in the 1971 Census 
but not in the latest three censuses – would help 
to smooth out the effect of short-term events. In 
terms of data processing, it is vital that the method 
of disclosure control used for the 2011 SMS is a 
lot less damaging than SCAM. Finally, in terms 
of the SMS output, it would be much better if the 
socio-economic tables were for all persons rather 
than just for the MGRPs.
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